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         Once, we sat with a small candle between us on the tablecloth, drinks for our hands. After the salad, he asked if I wanted children.
         
 
         ‘I don’t know.’ I fingered the glass votive. ‘I’d like to, but I don’t know if I can.’
         
 
         That got his attention. His whole head stilled.
 
         My hands fluttered to reassure. ‘No, it’s not that. I mean, I don’t know if I can afford  them. I want to write music. And I’ve already started that.’
         
 
         He had a nice manner. He said he didn’t know musicians that well, women or men, but he counted on his fingers female writers who’d had children. He actually couldn’t think of any.
         
 
         ‘Nope, died of lupus,’ I countered. ‘Young. Thirties, I think.’ Then, ‘Married but no kids.’
         
 
         ‘Happily married?’
 
         ‘Probably would have preferred Henry James.’
 
         ‘Well, who wouldn’t?’
 
         I laughed. For years and years, he could make me laugh.
 
         ‘Does Yo-Yo Ma have kids?’
 
         ‘Two,’ I said. ‘But he also has a wife.’
 
         ‘Madame Ma, c’est moi.’ He had an odd brightness I’d heard all my life. You  can  be  both!  my mother had said. But my mother was mentally ill.
         
 
         He was not. I believed him, a trumpet promise. Some Bach came into my fingers. Cello Suite No. 2 in D minor. The haunting Prelude. I had to sit on my hand.
         
 
         That evening, our first date, we had a conversation about who would do what.
         
 
         ‘With a woman who worked, it’d have to be fifty-fifty,’ he said. ‘Of course.’
         
 
         We didn’t talk about that again until after William was born.
         
 
         In Paul’s gaze, it seemed I couldn’t fail, as if the terrors I’d known, so looming they’d strapped me in bed a few days a month, had been products of an overly active imagination. So this is how it works, I thought. It turned out to be easier than I’d expected. When I talked about my childhood, his face took on an expression of pity, which also looked like reverence. Then he’d twirl in a dance step, with a confident air. I marveled at these shuffles and turns, as one would at the performance of a child not yours: watching happiness.
         
 
         I became accustomed to myself in this new atmosphere. My opinions grew emphatic, my gestures expansive, my stumbling attempts at jokes more frequent. Who was to say this wasn’t love?
         
 
         I burrowed into his chest at night. He lost his hands in my hair and I could sleep.
         
 
         Children were a star-wish.
 
         Love had been a problem, already. Perhaps I wanted to curtail my range. In the custody of Paul, within the larger corporation of his family, things I’d feared all my life became impossible. No Berend lived in poverty, or even without a weekly cleaning woman. I loved their formality and cleanness. We would always be in rooms like this. Insanity occurred, but that, too, with the proper funds, rounded to eccentricity. He carried within him a solid floor. Like most women, I’d spent a great deal of time thinking about whom I would marry. Paul never felt like the end of all that yearning. Could anyone have been? 
         
 
         I hadn’t really known, up close, a good love.
 
         I promised myself to be grateful.
 
         I’d always perplexed my mother. She attributed my temperament to my face and never ceased trying to fix me up. My wedding made the happiest day of her life. Balloons loose in a blue sky, forty-two of Paul’s relatives stood in suits as we said our vows. On my side, only my mother. My friends felt exuberant with relief. Paul was beautiful – that word. A perfect profile, dark smooth skin, Grecian hair, the small wire glasses of a yeshiva boy you wanted to lift off. He had a mother-father Jewish family, who belonged to the Harmonie Club.
         
 
         The student photographer followed a guest we hardly knew. A dozen pictures of this oboist appeared on the proof sheets and a half page of my mother, in her long white skirt and cranberry jacket, looking, as one of the ushers said, like something out of the Kennedy era, but not one shot of the mother of the groom. In the only picture that included both of us, we were greeting friends, looking in different directions, his hair blown wild, my arms still young. His face looks open and surprised.
         
 
         God  bless  them.  Wish  them  luck.
         
 
         It’s the picture my son keeps on the face of his cell phone.

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            Claire
            
 
            THE SEARCH

         
 
         That’s  how  they  get  you.  I’d heard that phrase all my childhood, though who they  were was never clear. Ten in the morning, Will seventeen weeks old, I knocked over the bottle of milk I’d been pumping. It hurt to pump, but I’d already adjusted to the sucking bites and the odd porousness of my nipples after. I hiccuped sobs, moving around the black kitchen. We needed  those ounces. I had a concert in New York in nine weeks.
         
 
         Then he started crying too. I rocked him, his blanket loosening. No matter how many times I studied the folding diagram, my swaddlings opened. His small arms shook, his face blotchy. Everyone told me babies liked the bouncy chair. I slid Little Him in, and he screamed. Paul was gone. Will and I were both exhausted. I couldn’t sleep because I believed our baby might die. I didn’t know why he wouldn’t sleep. This was a monumental responsibility, like nothing I’d ever known.
         
 
         The black kitchen depressed me. I would never work again, I thought, as if these two problems were equal.
         
 
         Just then Paul’s mother paid me a visit, while her son was at work. She’d come to town for the weekend. I raised my eyebrows, See!  Look  at  my  ruined  life.  But she chatted on about the advisability of live-in help so Paul and I could dash out for a romantic evening. A romantic evening! I looked at her. Will cried. He seemed more furious than other babies, more bereft. 
         
 
         I had no talent for this. Paul could make funny sounds like the track of a cartoon, momentarily interrupting Will’s misery. But Paul wasn’t here. Will and I both felt astonished that he was stuck with me.
         
 
         ‘Do you ever just put him in the crib and go up to your office?’ Paul’s mother asked. We’d chosen this particular rental house because it had an upstairs room with windows on all four walls. Easterners, we’d wanted light. Unfortunately, the windows didn’t open and by ten o’clock, the room hit seventy, by noon ninety. I led her up, to show.
         
 
         We’d needed four men to move the piano here. They had to take the legs off to get it upstairs.
         
 
         ‘Can you order shades?’ A reasonable question, but I’d wanted her to see.  ‘I want to be a perfect mother-in-law,’ she’d once said. That weekend alone, she’d bought us a set of stainless cutlery and six antique dessert plates. I loved those dessert plates. She’d seen opposing sides in her daughter-in-law and picked the one she preferred.
         
 
         ‘You’ll have shades installed and then just give him to a babysitter and get to work.’
         
 
         ‘But he cries.’
 
         ‘Then let him cry.’
 
         He wasn’t the only one who cried. Paul understood that I stumbled around the rental house broken and that this, too, might be something we’d have to endure. Still, I cried too much. That at least had to be fixed.
         
 
         He knew a way. And we would use it.
 
         On a Saturday in August, in Los Angeles, we interviewed thirteen women, all immigrants, on the quarter hour. Three toothless, more than half heavily made up, a few truly ragged, they resembled the hags of Grimm more than Juliet’s nurse or any Disney nanny. From far away in this flat city, women had boarded buses to audition for our fifteen-dollar-an-hour job. Paul set up a waiting room in the black kitchen of our rental house. He knew how to do this. He put out a newspaper and a plate of store-bought cookies. That was like him, the nice formality. But the 10.45 woman scarfed the cookies.
         
 
         Paul’s mother had advised us to ask the women for their theories of discipline, but when he asked the first one, she just stared. ‘Like, say, if they don’t behave,’ he said.
         
 
         She shook her head.
 
         After that Where  are  you  from?  became our opening question.
         
 
         We were new too, Paul explained. We’d moved five weeks ago from New York for him to have his chance. At thirty, he felt like a recent graduate, with a ten-week offer on a show he admired. I held his tremendous hope like an egg found in a fallen nest, but I wanted something too – what I’d always had. When we’d left, I held the baby and Paul carried my precious instrument onto the plane. We’d had to buy the cello its own seat, but Will flew free. Now it hurt to look at the scuffed black case. Since childhood, I’d played every day. Even holidays, even sick. I remembered, with a loosening of sobs, which fell onto my baby’s face.
         
 
         ‘Could you please  make it home for dinner?’ I’d begged into the phone. ‘Can’t you go earlier and come home earlier?’ How had I become like this?
         
 
         Once, we’d sat in a restaurant, with a candle flame between us.
         
 
         ‘Claire, the other guys in the room have wives too.’
 
         ‘I don’t know about the other guys’ wives, but I work.’ I did know, though, and they didn’t.
         
 
         He’d sighed. ‘And you’re lucky you don’t have a boss.’
 
         Lucky.
         
 
         ‘I have to work late,’ Paul said, to the 11.15 woman. ‘Most nights, I won’t make it home for dinner. So we’d need you to help Claire get him to bed.’
         
 
         ‘Sure, okay,’ the woman said. ‘But what time I can go?’
 
         Paul wrote down numbers and told her we would check her references. 
         
 
         ‘Would you be able to stay over some nights?’ he asked the 11.45 woman. With  live-in,  his mother had said, there’s  never the  problem  of  her  calling  in  sick.
         
 
         Why not? I wondered, like an idiot. How do they not get sick?
         
 
         The gums of the 11.45 woman puffed over her teeth. She looked sick already. Paul’s own nanny had been a black woman from the South. When she died, after living with his family fourteen years, only Paul flew to Mississippi for the funeral. Every year at Christmas, he sent a card and eighty dollars to her living daughter.
         
 
         I liked the noon woman, from Bangladesh, who wore a purple head scarf and looked fifteen.
         
 
         ‘How old are you?’
 
         ‘Nineteen,’ she said, cascading giggles. ‘I am eldest. I have many younger. All brother.’
         
 
         I never had a nanny. I had a mom, like everyone else I knew, and occasionally, a babysitter: a caustic high school girl who was not above mentioning that she was only tending me for the money (a quarter an hour, in those days). Because my mother had to work, after school I walked three blocks to a religious bookstore, where I was allowed to sit on the floor and page through monographs about saints and listen to the incorrigible girls the owner took in. I loved to watch them crouch over their toenails, stroking on polish with terrible concentration. Once I met a priest there who’d walked the length of Italy barefoot. Then, in third grade, my mother gave me a key. But I lost it. We lived on a street with neighbours whose houses I knew the insides of; if I’d knocked at any one of those doors, I’d have been offered a glass of milk. But I waited outside on the stoop. When my mother finally lurched up the drive, she screamed, ‘I’m going to have to string it around your neck.’ It enraged her, seeing her mittenless kid in the cold.
         
 
         I couldn’t choose my life over Paul’s for Little Him. 
         
 
         The twelfth woman sat silent and nodding, her hair cut like Herman Munster’s.
         
 
         ‘Are you able to work live-in?’ Paul asked.
 
         ‘I want live-in, yes,’ she said. ‘Is cheaper.’
 
         ‘Do you have children?’ Six of the women before, three of whom said they could stay overnight, had young children.
         
 
         ‘No children. No husband. Single,’ she added, with a lilt.
 
         Paul said, ‘May I ask you to step out a moment, while we call your references?’
         
 
         ‘Go where?’
 
         He led her back to the black kitchen.
 
         ‘I liked the one with the purple scarf,’ I said.
 
         ‘She looked fifteen. And she only has one reference.’ Her reference sounded like a Bangladeshi man who set the phone down for a very long time, before another Bangladeshi man came on the line to say ‘Meskie? Yah, I know Meskie. She’s good.’
         
 
         Paul stood nodding as he talked to the twelfth woman’s references.
         
 
         ‘Couldn’t be better,’ he said, hanging up. ‘Let’s try her for a week.’
         
 
         ‘When could you start?’ he asked, when he called her back in.
         
 
         She nodded.
 
         ‘Would tomorrow be possible?’
 
         She nodded again.
 
         Until recently, I’d thought a nanny was something English, from long ago. But now I would have one, just because I wanted to work. Needed to or wanted to? A question I’d never asked before. In college, where everything felt equal already, I assumed I’d have children and  work. He, the putative he, would work a little less and I’d work a little less and the kid would have long hair, paint-spattered overalls, and be, in general, a barrel of monkeys. 
         
 
         William was hairless and the other he  left for the Lot every morning and never came home.
         
 
         The doorbell rang. The last woman. William lurched up crying.
         
 
         ‘You get him and I’ll tell her the job’s taken,’ Paul said.
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘Remember sunblock‚’ I instructed the twelfth woman, ‘but not the face, okay?’
         
 
         She nodded. Every day in California started the same: hot, plain, and bright, mocking. Paul left, his jaw a way I’d never seen. For the first time since me he wanted something badly.
         
 
         I was becoming a woman who sighed. Now I had my baby and I saw. Why women got so little done. How much my own mother had given. Why so many people feel mad at their mothers; because whatever childhood was or wasn’t, they’re the ones who made it. Fathers loomed above it all, high trees.
         
 
         ‘How was the park?’ I asked, when the twelfth woman bumped in the stroller, an hour later. (Only an hour!) She nodded again. This may have had something to do with English comprehension. Will’s tiny arms reached for me, his scream high and steady.
         
 
         But her mere presence relieved Paul.
 
         ‘Go to work,’ he said, on speakerphone. ‘Go to your office and shut the door.’
         
 
         I obeyed. I went up to my office, shut the door, and slept.
 
         
             

         
 
         I had no confidence as a mother. From babysitting, I remembered sweet concoctions I’d made with milk and strawberry powder in other people’s kitchens, but I couldn’t recall the children. I met one family in my twenties. Both parents cooked and every meal was a slow production; they were particular about wine and cheese. They had two calm, pudgy, intelligent children whom they were raising, they said, ‘by hand’. She worked in the mornings. The father’s dissertation, which he wrote afternoons, was about the privatization of time. Time had once been public, in a clock tower on the town square; everyone saw the same hour and minutes. When watches were invented, he said, people could carry around their own time. That interested me, because musicians can always tell time. Even when I slept I knew what time it was. Except composing. That’s when I lost it. Of the five year old, the father had said, ‘I consider him already done.’
         
 
         They must have had family money.
 
         I’d also read a study in which scientists allowed children to choose their own food. Over a month, the kids picked nutritionally balanced meals. If these two ideas – the laissez-faire smorgasbord and the raising of children ‘by hand’ – contradicted each other, they nonetheless constituted my entire philosophy about parenting. And neither seemed to apply.
         
 
         To make matters worse, birth had taken me apart and put me back together again, with one piece missing. I’d had a series of appointments with a gastroenterologist. ‘You’ll probably get better,’ the doctor said, recommending Kegels.
         
 
         When I came downstairs, I found Will in the stroller again, sunblock smeared on his little face. The tube had a printed warning, NOT FOR USE ON INFANTS’ FACES. I pointed this out to her.
         
 
         She nodded.
 
         An hour later, I walked in on her playing with his tiny penis, swinging it between her palms. This didn’t qualify as molestation, exactly, but I didn’t want her to give him baths. I stayed up late that night to tell all this to Paul.
         
 
         The next morning he barged in while she was changing the diaper. She pointed to the penis. ‘His et-et!’  She laughed.
         
 
         ‘She actually flicked it with her finger,’ he said. ‘Obviously a cultural difference. I didn’t love it either.’
         
 
         But Paul had to go. His first ten weeks were up, and they decided to give him another ten-week trial. 
         
 
         
            *

         
 
         I began trolling parks. I set up interviews in coffee shops. My generation’s adultery, I thought, scanning the tables for the one dark head among blondes.
         
 
         I found Lola sitting on a bench and hired her, without references. I liked the way she looked. She was small, dark, well joined.
         
 
         The next morning in bed, I told Paul.
 
         ‘Whoa, slow down.’
 
         ‘I already did it.’
 
         He stilled his head, blinking. ‘A person likes a little stability in his life.’
         
 
         ‘Then you work at home and worry all day.’
 
         ‘So what do you want to tell this one?’
 
         I fired the twelfth woman. It turned out to be remarkably easy. I gave her money; she nodded and left.
         
 
         I’d always wanted to do no harm. That was my banister. In my twenties, leaving my temp job, which I faithfully attended, I walked in the pedestrian stream. Like all those others (black tights, slitted coattails), I made a living. If I tried to do more and failed, at least I would leave the world as I’d found it. But now I had a fresh boy, who took every imprint, however faint. I feared that my invisible soul could harm him.
         
 
         I knew my deficiencies and so I selected a supplement. I hired a happy nanny.
         
 
         ‘I prefer a mother who works,’ Lola told me. ‘Because then I can have the friends of Williamo to the house.’
         
 
         ‘You’re hired,’ I said.
 
         ‘When will you be needing me?’
 
         ‘Today.’
 
         
             

         
 
         When Paul first told me he wanted to write television comedy, I’d been surprised. That’s your dream?  I thought. It didn’t seem big enough for a dream.
         
 
         ‘Yup. I really think I coulda done it.’ 
         
 
         ‘I bet you still can.’ He knew guys from college who made four hundred thousand dollars a year. Those little cartoon people? I used my thumb and forefinger. I hadn’t known such a thing even required writers. But I could see in his face, this was an ardent wish. Before, even with his sharp features, there’d been something undefined. Work still meant the true great thing to me; I wasn’t old enough yet to know people whose dreams had wrecked them. I only gleaned the wistfulness of those who’d quit.
         
 
         My tenderness for his hope must have been what Paul saw in me. His dream might have set other young women’s jaws, at a time they wished to furnish a nursery. When Paul got the offer in California, I’d said, Let’s  go.
         
 
         ‘That show about the hunchback who lives with his father?’ my producer asked.
         
 
         ‘Yes.’ I nodded solemnly, trying to be a wife.
 
         The group I’d written most of my music for recorded in New York City. Only my mother was in LA. Doctors had called me in the past. Hospitals. Is  this  the  daughter of …
         
 
         My life or hers, I’d thought. Each time.
 
         I’d chosen mine.
 
         But now we took slow strolls with her friend Tom, an ex-Jesuit who led garden tours for white-haired ladies and the occasional still-extant husband. My doorbell rang midafternoon, and there the two of them stood, seeming surprised I didn’t expect them. At seventy, my mother maintained a policy of wearing only one colour at a time. She had a strict philosophy about jewelry too. I saw Tom several times a week those first years back in California, and from what I could tell, he always wore the same clean khakis, the same shoes, and the same striped shirt. I asked my mother about this once and she made a face. ‘Oh, he buys five of everything,’ she said.
         
 
         ‘I hate to shop,’ he mumbled. 
         
 
         As we walked, Tom pointed out plants, saying their Latin names. Platanus  rasemosa.  Miscanthus  Gracillimus. Lavandula  Goodwin  Creek.
         
 
         My mother tripped. She wore three-inch heels, matching her pantsuit.
         
 
         Willie, in the stroller, fell asleep.
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘I just don’t think they’re going to renew me.’
 
         ‘Why not?’ I didn’t stop to think – maybe that would be better, for us.
         
 
         ‘I pitched ten, twelve jokes and they used one yesterday. One.  Claire, I know I’m funny, but I’m just not funny in there.’
         
 
         ‘But you are funny. You really are.’ Every time we went out to dinner with our friends in New York, he’d set the table laughing. But we didn’t go out to dinner here.
         
 
         When Will woke screaming, I brought him back to the bed to breast-feed. He fell asleep between us. It was too late for sex even to be an issue. But it was, anyway, sort of, a wave above us in the air.
         
 
         ‘You know,’ Paul said, one morning, ‘I really can’t take having him in the bed. I don’t sleep.’
         
 
         ‘I’m tired too.’ It had been more than a hundred nights since I’d slept.
         
 
         I wanted Will with us. He could turn over and nurse without fully waking. But Paul worried about rolling over Will in his sleep.
         
 
         ‘We should use some of that pumped milk and let her take him in her room. You need some rest too,’ he said.
         
 
         ‘He eats three times. We can’t ask her to do that.”
 
         Paul promised to feed Will at 5 a.m.
 
         That night we gave him to Lola and we slept.

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            Lola
            
 
            I WAS DISCOVERED

         
 
         Lana Turner they discovered at the Schraft counter, me on a bench for the Wilshire bus. Claire hired me for nanny, live-in, without even asking a reference. When I first came the house, I was surprised, because it is small small. Normal touches a mother would do, I did not see here. Pictures, they left just leaning against the walls. The living room looked like a school, books everywhere and a telescope by the front window. Good, I thought, Lola will learn.
         
 
         But the first day, I found my employer crying by the heating grate. She was trying to breast-feed and she had very little. Maybe she is too old, I thought. My uncle in Visayas keeps cows and after four, five years, they will not anymore milk. My employer married late. Accomplished does not matter so much for a woman. Unless you are a movie star. I told her, It is  okay,  you  cry.  But  when  your  tears  dry,  you  will  see,  your baby  he  is  very  healthy.
         
 
         In the Philippines, what we do is make a soup of bones and then you will have plenty milk. That first day I took the baby in the Snugli and walked to the market to get a chicken, but really it should be the bones of a goat. The nipples of Claire had cracks that oozed, already infected. I applied hot compress. Still, she wanted to keep going. That night, she sprang up every time Williamo cried and let him suck. Then, even after she fed him, he drank a full bottle. One of five in the freezer.
         
 
         ‘I’m trying to save up,’ she told me, in the morning. 
         
 
         After she fed him, she stood at a pump. This was the first time I ever saw that and in twenty, twenty-five minutes, all that came out was two ounces. I called Ruth, my teacher of America. At the time the daughter of Ruth, Natalie, had her baby, she stapled up signs to sell vegetarian breast milk. I asked if I could buy anywhere, but Ruth said Natalie did not know. With my youngest, I did not have enough either. I was working too hard. Issa complains that is why she is short. Only the height of me.
         
 
         I asked Claire. ‘Do you want that I buy formula?”
 
         She looked at me a way I could tell I had done the first thing wrong.
         
 
         ‘No formula, Lola. He can’t have anything but breast milk. Not even water.’
         
 
         Formula, it is like poison to them here. For us, it was only too expensive. ‘Me, I did not use either.’
         
 
         ‘That’s probably why your kids are healthy.”
 
         But this baby, he cry a lot. Maybe he is hungry; but I am not allowed to give anything. I stayed up thinking this riddle.
         
 
         Paul, when he came home at midnight, dropped keys. Through the wedge open to his bedroom, his wife slept, her face a small cameo above the cover. He looked at the closed door to Williamo. ‘Do you need anything?’ he asked. At this time, I liked the father of Williamo: it was easy to see the coiled terror inside.
         
 
         ‘I will be the one. Save your energy. Later on, a boy will need his tatay.’
         
 
         They paid me two hundred and fifty a week.
 
         
             

         
 
         I was sending home money. She was saving milk. We measured ourselves by ounces in the freezer. She wanted enough to feed him while she went away. She pumped at seven in the morning, again after lunch, then before bed, but at that time she did not milk even one full ounce. And what we gained in the day, we spent at night. In the early hours, his cries shrieked wild; she and I walked him in the hallway, the bedroom closed so Paul could sleep. At that time they would have paid anything for this baby to be quiet.
         
 
         A week before her trip I calculated: we would never have enough.
         
 
         ‘I’ve been meaning to talk to you,’ she said. ‘Can you come? Of course, I’d pay you extra.’
         
 
         I was working then weekends for my old lady, but Ruth gave me one from Iloilo to fill in.
         
 
         I packed the pump in my suitcase. We brought two frozen bottles. All. But even nursing, Williamo cried on the plane.
         
 
         ‘My nipples hurt,’ she whispered. I had something for pain, made from monkey gland, but it was back in my place.
         
 
         Halfway across the country, I had to ask the stewardess for hot water, to warm one bottle.
         
 
         New York, it is more cold than the Philippines ever. My jacket it is too thin. My employer unzips her suitcase to give me one of hers. I put Williamo in the Snugli underneath. A line of wind comes from the crack where the door fits into the taxi; we bump; the car is old, like cars in the Philippines. The New York sky is a way I never saw before. Still, forever-looking, as if the clouds had frozen.
         
 
         And the hotel, it is not so good. I do not want Williamo on the carpet. All of a sudden, I am missing the guy. Paul would not let this be half clean. The baby cries.
         
 
         ‘I’ve been feeding you the last five hours!’
 
         ‘But there is no.’ I touch her breast, an empty flap. I run water in the sink to warm the last bottle.
         
 
         Then, the husband calls. I am the one to answer. Williamo cries and cries.
         
 
         ‘Lola, what’s wrong?’
 
         ‘I do not know. Maybe he is hungry. And outside it is very cold.’
         
 
         ‘Put Claire on,’ he says.
 
         Her leg bounces as she talks. Williamo screams, so she lifts her shirt and reaches for him, but he yanks the head away. I hear the voice yelling out the small holes. ‘You have to feed him! Send her out to buy a box of formula. You can’t let our baby starve, Claire.’
         
 
         I check the bottle bobbing in the sink. Just right. I give to him and he quiets, dream eyed, sucking steady as a bobbin. Then he falls asleep and I set him on the bed. ‘Do you want that I will go the store?’
         
 
         She tells me her friend Lil, who lives here, sent us five bottles.
         
 
         ‘Through the US mail?”
 
         ‘Messengered,’ she says.
 
         ‘When it will arrive?’
 
         ‘Before I go.’ She nods at him. ‘I feel like a nap too.’ My employer undresses in front of me. I pretend to be busy with our suitcase. Then I set up the travel crib.
         
 
         She sleeps through the phone ringing. ‘A messenger here,’ the voice says. ‘Would you like the bottles in your room, for the minibar?’ Or, he says they can send up one and keep the rest. They will bring when we need. Day or night.
         
 
         A knock at the door; a man carries a tray over his shoulder with a doily, a vase with one small pink rose, and the bottle of milk.
         
 
         I set the room straight. A pout of steam comes from the radiator and my two sleepers breathe. I make a changing place on the dresser, stack the diapers. I hang the dress of my employer, line her creams on the counter. I unpack our suitcase, put together the parts of the pump. Then I sit by the window, the right temperature at last. Outside, I see rooftops. At the corner, yellow flowers in buckets look like a picture of somewhere old. Then Paul calls again.
         
 
         I tell him they are both asleep and ask if I should wake Claire.
         
 
         ‘Nah, let her rest. But Lola, listen, if you’re at all worried, you go buy a can of formula.’
         
 
         ‘But-ah, the mother told me not to give.’ 
         
 
         ‘She’s a new mother. The doctor said to breast-feed and she wants to do everything right. Just don’t tell her.’
         
 
         ‘But Lil, the friend of Claire, she sent. We have now five bottle.’
         
 
         ‘Okay, good then. No problem.’
 
         At four o’clock, I wake my employer. She takes her shower, dries the hair.
         
 
         ‘Should I pump or should we wake him?’ she calls from the bathroom, where I have the pump plugged in, clean tubes fitted on.
         
 
         ‘It is okay. We have a bottle here, more downstairs.’
 
         I zip her back, then Williamo wakes, so she steps out the dress again to nurse, a blanket over her. Now when we have in the minibar, Claire milks too.
         
 
         When she is walking out the door, he reaches for her, the face crumples. ‘Lola, why don’t you just come,’ she says. ‘But bring the bottle. Bring two.’
         
 
         So we stand in the freezing air that cuts. Before, she said I could order food that would come to the room on a tray, with a doily and a rose. I could have watched the TV. Now, what will I eat?
         
 
         Cookies. That is all they have in the Before Room. The other ladies, like Claire, they wear long dresses. I am just in my jeans. Williamo, too, I did not have time to change. Claire stands by the stage curtain and he starts fussing. I tell her, ‘Do not worry.’ I have warming in the sink one full bottle, with a layer of cream. More than eight ounces. I doubt the breasts of Claire ever made that much.
         
 
         Then I sit to feed. I hold the bottle the way we do, at a slant, test a drop on my wrist. A little hot. I wait a minute, shake. He opens the mouth, closes his eyes, sucks, then he stops, yanks the head. I test the temperature again, push the nipple toward him. He twists the head, the back arches and he starts to cry. He knows: this is not the milk of his mother. I try one more time but he will not take. 
         
 
         ‘I am impressed,’ I say. He screams. I push him around the back the auditorium. From here, he can still see his mother on the stage.
         
 
         The audience almost all has gray hair. Silver. Women majority. Many in blue jeans. Like me.
         
 
         I hear the musicians tuning. I attended a concert once before. My father took us to hear the Philippine Philharmonic Orchestra. The audience there wore hats and gloves. On top the stage, three words: KATOTOHANAN, KAGANDAHAN, KABUTIHAN. I see Claire, in the distance, standing with her back to us. Williamo still screams and I walk back and forth, back and forth, between the open doors, patting him. Usually, when they arch like this, it is gas, but I cannot get the burp. The screams go up and down. ‘So you are singing along.’
         
 
         I am thinking what Paul said, if I should buy formula. But I do not know where. If I go out the auditorium, maybe there will be gangs. Still, at the intermission, people push through the doors. We step too into frozen air. At the corner store, with fruits outside, I ask if they have formula and buy with my own money, but as I am getting the change, I think, He has never had formula. If he can tell the milk of another mother, maybe he will not take. But I already paid.
         
 
         When the music starts again, we go to the Ladies. I empty a bottle, rinse, put in the formula, and stand running it under the hot water. He is watching me.
         
 
         I sit on the floor just outside the auditorium. At first he sniffs, turns the head. Instruments, they are tuning again. Maybe he is tired. Claire told me after the intermission, they will play the music she made up. Far away, on the stage, she leans over the stand, her arms begging.
         
 
         ‘This is your mother’s song,’ I whisper.
 
         I push the nipple between closed lips, squeeze a drop onto the gums. He lets it in, then sips. A little more he drinks, fusses, squirmy. Turns away, then comes back. A little more again he drinks. I stand now walking with him. 
         
 
         There is a melody I think I have heard before, a scrap, very pretty and sad. I lose the thread when he fusses, I pat-pat, and there, now I get the burp, a big one, loud; and after, the bottle settles, loose in his mouth. He looks like a little drunk.
         
 
         After a while, it comes again, that small melody. This time it makes me think of my grandmother sitting, her hands on a velvet lap. Before I came here, my family visited Antipolo, the church of the Black Madonna. In the Philippines, we go there, before we travel overseas. For good voyage. Emigrants, foreign workers, you see many families, because usually it is the mother who will go. That is where I heard sounds like this before. Music that floats from somewhere you cannot see.
         
 
         Then there is a thunder. Applause. At first it sounds like rain on the roof. But people rustle, gathering bags, and they are coming outside.
         
 
         Williamo, now he is finally asleep. In the cab, Claire touches his cheek. All of a sudden, I remember: the formula.
         
 
         Do I have to tell? I cannot. She might fire me.
 
         The next morning, Claire has to teach at a symposium, but we stay in the room. I hold him at the window to watch her go. A car comes and a woman helps her put in the cello; but the car it is very old. There is a piece of the fender tied on with a rope.
         
 
         Alone, I can give him formula. He drinks one and a half, almost two bottles. Good: he will be full for the plane.
         
 
         I pack everything to bring downstairs. As I fit the clean clothes in the bag of Claire, I see a check, typed, from the concert hall. The envelope, it is ripped open already, but the amount is wrong: one thousand US dollars. Another check from Yale University. This one for two hundred.
         
 
         That does not make sense. I know what she is paying me. She told me one hundred extra each day for three days. I get out my airline ticket. On the bottom, the price says six hundred eighty-five and forty cents. What I earn from this trip will be more than she gets. 
         
 
         I put Williamo in the stroller still adding. I unpack her bag again to see if there is another check. Only clothes. A mystery. She is doing this for something else. It does not pay.
         
 
         Me, I work for money. I haul the suitcase, thinking, I will call home tomorrow. My husband tells me Issa, she is complaining. But what does she have to complain? We pay her tuition; all she has to do is study. She is saying too she does not want to work for money only.
         
 
         If I were very good I would say to Claire, It  is  okay.  You  do not  have  to  pay  the  extra  if  you  make  so  little  profit.
         
 
         I have one bottle formula hidden in the bottom of the carry-on. But it is a different colour than breast milk. She will see.
         
 
         All the way home, she lets him nurse. Then he falls asleep on her breast. I think, Later, I will say about the money, that she does not have to pay all. Even when we arrive home and Paul hands me an envelope with cash, I think, maybe tomorrow. But all I say is thank you. I am still remembering that small melody.
         
 
         That night, I unpack all the things. The formula, I empty in my bathroom. That is the last; I will not tell. I run the water, set the clean bottle to dry. She could have fired me for that. I walk through the house, close the lights.
         
 
         In the hall I hear: ‘Pretty  big crowd, I don’t know.’
         
 
         Big crowd but not much money. What do they charge admission? They should up the ticket price. That little melody still runs in my head.
         
 
         ‘He has a voice, all right. Clear strong instrument. I don’t know why she had to walk him there.’
         
 
         When I hear that, something opened: I can keep my money.
         
 
         I wanted him to see his mother.
 
         
             

         
 
         For months, I worried what I could feed Williamo and not get fired. I thought it would end when we began solid food. But then, they wanted only vegetables I mashed and Williamo did not like. One day, a long time later, I thought of that formula I never told. By then, I had our playclub.
         
 
         Vicky, a new Filipina, said, ‘Lola, my employer wants a weekend babysitter.’
         
 
         ‘What about you?’
 
         ‘Me, no! I want my weekends off!’ Vicky had plenty because she never spent.
         
 
         ‘How much?’ I worked for my old lady weekends who paid me sixty, and she really could not pay more. But I worked for her a long time already. I did not like to quit.
         
 
         ‘Maybe you can ask them a lot.’
 
         I brought Williamo along to the job interview, and he hung, a vine on my leg. Later, they told me he was why I got the job. ‘And what will be the salary?’
         
 
         ‘We were thinking eighty,’ the father said.
 
         I was going to ask seventy-five, but I said, ‘How about ninety?’
         
 
         ‘Eighty-five.’
 
         The parents, they were the age of my eldest and like the ones I warned her from: too good looking. They had the baby in a basket on a chair. The husband swung up his arms. ‘Isn’t it just the greatest thing!’
         
 
         I had to ask Ruth to give me someone for my old lady. I took the elder from Iloilo again, because she can cook. I gave her my notebook with recipes the old lady liked.
         
 
         That first Saturday, my new employer made coffee and milk heated so it tasted together like caramel. We sat at her round table. Before she had Bing, she told me, she worked lawyer. Like my second youngest. Then my weekend employer finished her coffee and rinsed her own mug. You hear about jobs like this. Like the house on the corner of Twelfth that we call the Castle, where they say the wife is Filipina. That first night, I bathe the baby, wrap him in white flannel, and hand to them to kiss-kiss.
         
 
         ‘Like a cigar,’ I said. 
         
 
         They told me he woke up three times in the night, and then she opened the freezer. Rows of pumped milk, yellow with a skin, each with the date marked in black. At the house of my employer, we had had so little; Claire pumped and we kept track of ounces of the bluish liquid.
         
 
         The next morning, I heard sounds, birds one at a time. I bolted. But the little guy, he still snored next to me. I carried him to the kitchen.
         
 
         ‘The milk is still in the refrigerator,’ she said. The guy stood up. They looked that they might call police.
         
 
         ‘Last night, we slept, the two of us.’
 
         They looked at me, almost afraid. There is such a thing as luck, at the beginning. Even for magicians.
         
 
         ‘He never slept through the night before,’ the wife whispered.
         
 
         Vicky and me – both Filipinas, they were thinking. They like me better.
         
 
         All those bottles in the freezer, and this baby, he did not even need.
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         But I was not right.
 
         Paul took Will on his shoulders, to give  Mommy  some  time by  herself.  I’d had one of what Paul called my Clairenados. Now, Sunday morning, I wandered to the Farmers Market and touched hard fruit, grateful to be in the world again, able to appreciate. The footsteps around me and pigeons made a melody. I took out my notepad. Woodwinds, I scrawled. After more than a year, California fruit still amazed me. White nectarines, tiny seedless watermelons, enormous figs. I picked up a small yellow globe with barky skin and smelled it. It cast a whiff of something faintly like sex.
         
 
         ‘Take it,’ the young man said.
 
         ‘How much?’ I fingered a soft worn bill.
 
         ‘Just take it. Tell me how you like it. White inside.’
 
         The man was giving me a melon. I started to cry. He put the fruit, the size of Will’s head, in a flimsy bag. Why me? Did I look good (my hand shot up to my hair) or did I appear to be someone who needed a melon? I glanced over my shoulder, but he stood weighing two cantaloupes, one in each hand.
         
 
         Walking, I swung the bag so the melon tapped my thigh. But when I got home, it was after ten: I’d blown half my time. I made coffee, spilling grounds – no matter; I’d clean it later – and climbed the rickety steps to the small hot room upstairs.
         
 
         Marriage hadn’t changed me. Having a child did. I was a dandelion blown. But I had no right to be tired. Paul got up when Will did, at five. He let me sleep until seven. I woke up and listened to them making sounds to approximate the whoosh of wheels.
         
 
         I was thinking of rain, that rhythm, chaotic yet patterned. Then the door rang, like a high school bell, excusing. I ran down, two steps at a time.
         
 
         A couple stood there, too hip to be door-to-door religious. She filled her T-shirt, her hair touching her elbows, and at various points she sparkled.
         
 
         ‘Helen and Jeff.’ He stuck out a freckled arm. ‘Lola’s weekend people.’
         
 
         Last spring Lola had said something about her new weekend employers, I didn’t remember what, but there was lace at the edges. He  was  somebody,  my mother would’ve said.
         
 
         An hour ago, I’d deemed the foray to the market idiotic, even destructive, but now, I invited them in. I needed friends. In the kitchen I sniffed the melon, then decided to save it and brought out a plate of figs, almonds, and Israeli feta.
         
 
         The possible Somebody began a rambling talk about Lola, which his wife interrupted. ‘We hired her because we saw how close she was to William.’
         
 
         My Will! This stranger knew my child, in his hours away from me.
         
 
         ‘It’d be nice for the boys to play together.’
 
         ‘Who’s your son?’
 
         ‘Bing.’ She waited. But I’d never heard of him. What kind of name was Bing? They must have named him for Bing Crosby. It couldn’t have been the cherry.
         
 
         ‘And I’m starting a mothers’ group with the moms of kids in Lola’s playclub.’
         
 
         Typical of me, I said, ‘Oh, sure, great,’ when I knew I couldn’t do it.
         
 
         Then the door yawned open. Will ran to me. I said, ‘These are the people Lola lives with on the weekend.’ 
         
 
         ‘Jeff Grant.’
 
         ‘Helen.’
 
         Paul’s face tightened when the Somebody said his name. Paul knew who he was. I asked him to help me with coffee in the kitchen.
         
 
         ‘He’s an indie director, he made that movie The  Dayton Widow.’ 
         
 
         I thought, He could help you maybe. Paul was in his second year working for a showrunner who didn’t think he was funny. Just this week, though, he’d had a triumph. At the table read of his script, people laughed. The head of comedy clapped. But Paul still felt precarious. ‘The room punched it up,’ he said. ‘The biggest laughs were Jack’s lines.’ Since we’d moved here we’d been on a treadmill. I’d been holding down the fort waiting for things to settle. It would still be years before I’d realize – we had settled. I was the only one waiting.
         
 
         ‘So Jeff Grant uses our nanny? Man. What are the chances of that?’
         
 
         At first it felt weird having Lola in our small house, but now I was used to her. It was too easy to have someone pick up after you to mind much. Will hung on to my knee.
         
 
         ‘She wants to start a mothers’ group and I said yes.’
 
         ‘You can get out of it.’
 
         We went back in, carrying a tray with coffee. Paul said he’d loved The  Dayton  Widow.
         
 
         ‘And we love her  work,’ the Somebody said, pointing at me, but I didn’t believe him. My music tended to pull in nuns, librarians, and middle school teachers (not surprising, I suppose, since these were the people I’d grown up with). I’d had my picture in the paper a few times; that was probably how these two knew me. The Eroica Trio named themselves after Beethoven’s Third and the first month they performed, people said, Oh  yeah, I’ve  heard  of  you.
         
 
         We ended up taking a walk with them, sliding Will into his stroller. Outside, the pavement sparkled and the palms looked still and old. Even though we’d been here two years, we didn’t have friends. Paul was always working, and I stayed with Will. Weekends, Paul crashed on the bed, flipping channels, exhausted from the pressure to be funny. For two years, he’d felt about to be fired. They  could  let  me  go  tomorrow,  he’d told me. Contractually,  I  have  nothing.
         
 
         We needed fun.
 
         The men walked ahead. I always liked the way Paul walked. There was ease to him, a gracefulness. Years later, Will would own that same gait. Paul’s arm conducted Jeff Grant’s laughter, which exploded in bursts. They lived close, two streets over. We found Lola sitting inside a city of blocks. She looked odd in this other house. Their boy ignored Will.
         
 
         But meeting this couple, with a boy Will’s age, by the chance of our goofy nanny, felt promising. Though I didn’t know what to say to Helen. She was not really my type – beautiful.
         
 
         We ducked into a coffee shop. The boys sat in their strollers snubbing each other. When we stopped at the park they ran, pushing to be first to the top of the slide.
         
 
         Looking at Will, Jeff said, ‘Where’d you get the … the outfit?’
         
 
         Will swooshed headfirst down the slide in the blue jumpsuit that looked like a gas station attendant’s uniform. I loved that one. When I’d bought it, Paul had gone ballistic.
         
 
         He groaned. ‘Those tiny things cost seventy dollars. And she brought home two.’
         
 
         ‘Size eighteen months and size three.’ I’d skipped size 2. That was prudent. The Guggenheim I’d stashed away had paid for our move here, but Paul made it his job to preserve that fortification against my raids. It gave me pleasure, though, to write the check at the sweet children’s store. I disliked having to find the right moment to confess to Paul, whose mother was an outlet shopper. So I didn’t always. Confess. 
         
 
         ‘Got that?’ Jeff asked Helen, when I said the name of the store: Imagine.
         
 
         ‘I’ll remember,’ she said, rummaging in her purse.
 
         ‘Or I’ll tell you again.’ I liked it that I’d picked something Jeff Grant wanted. His approval seemed hard to get.
         
 
         Jeff handed her a pencil. ‘Let’s write that down.’
 
         ‘I buy Bing’s stuff at Ross Dress for Less,’ Helen said. ‘You two could never be married. You’re too much alike.’
         
 
         Are  we? I thought, the sun burning my arms. Jeff probably was impossible.
         
 
         Helen laughed. ‘But his craziness comes with his genius.’
 
         The putative genius nodded along.
 
         I was already talking myself out of him. I’d once thought I’d end up with a guy like Jeff. But I was thirty-three by the time I got married, old enough to know I wanted to make music. The difference was huge, a deformity that had its cost. Once, music had been enough for my whole happiness. (I named my tap concerto Rapture.)  But then I’d begun to want a life. Mistake. Now I had one and was no good at it. So I won’t get that, I thought, watching Jeff, thinking of bells, their linger.
         
 
         The four of us stood at the swings, our boys pumping, a take-out latte in each mother’s hand. A middle-aged form of dating. It felt as if this new friendship could change us the way that, in my twenties, I used to think a guy would. Maybe, I thought, as wind dragged flecks of eucalyptus against my face, this would give us a thread of excitement. I didn’t imagine whispering under the sheets at night the way we once had or turning each other’s bodies in the gray dawn. But even dressing up to go out, talking with the bathroom door open, was something we hadn’t had for a long time.
         
 
         Helen and I sat on a seesaw, behind our boys. I didn’t know how hard to bump. Bing looked delicate, his teeth small and even, like corn. Helen’s hands absently reached up to her hair and made a deft braid. A girl stopped in front of her, belly out, the hem of her dress torn. ‘Could you do that to me?’ 
         
 
         ‘What do you say?’
 
         ‘Please.’ She turned around and stood still. ‘Can you make a French one?’
         
 
         ‘Come on,’   Will demanded, stranded on the up slant.
         
 
         Willie jumped down then, jolting Bing, and ran off to the monkey bars. Helen gave him a look, her hand still working on the careful immobile head. ‘I should have a girl,’ she mumbled. I understood that they planned to have more. That was true of them in general.
         
 
         That day Will looked his best, wind riling his curls, a gift from Paul’s mother, who blow-dried her own straight. He climbed a play structure, manning a wheel. I jumped up to tell him five  more  minutes,  a way I’d copied from an offhand mother. Another kid crawled near my shoes and I tripped. Will pushed onto the kid, almost horizontal, swimming in air. It happened so fast. I sat on the metal floor – the kid had tied his shoelaces with mine. By the time I staggered up, Jeff had pulled the boys apart. He handed the shrieking kid to a big-faced woman, who moved forward, the girl with Helen’s braid holding her leg. The woman clamped Will’s shoulder. ‘Say you’re sorry.’
         
 
         ‘Say you’re sorry, Will,’ I warned. Lola would’ve known what to do. She prided herself on her instincts. I didn’t seem to have any.
         
 
         The woman looked at me with a beam of accusation. ‘Lookedit. Knocked his tooth loose.’ Her fingers pried open his mouth, wiggled the tooth. ‘That’s bone!’
         
 
         ‘Was defending his mom,’ Jeff said.
 
         Paul dusted Will off, then lifted him onto his shoulders. Good.
         
 
         ‘You okay, bud?’ Jeff said to the other kid. Jeff stared at the mom, whose face fell trapezoidal. ‘Our guy shouldn’t have hit, but your guy shouldn’t have tied her shoelaces.’
         
 
         Helen murmured agreement. Still, it would’ve been different if Bing had been beneath our boy’s windmilling arms. The fight had been almost beautiful to watch. Paul had his arm out; like me, inclined to apologize.
         
 
         ‘Hey, I worry Bing’s too timid,’ Jeff said. ‘I fought when I was a kid.’
         
 
         Back at their house, Lola jumped up from where she’d been watching TV, looking caught. Their fireplace poofed on with the turn of a knob, giving real, lifting flames. In no time Jeff put a glass of wine into my hand.
         
 
         ‘I will go now,’ Lola called, from the door.
 
         Helen stepped over things, handing us plates of warm take-out food, with big napkins. ‘Look,’ she whispered. Our boys were finally playing together. It was as if that was something we’d made. I didn’t know it then, but this was our happiness, kids on the floor, intent on a tower of blocks. After a while Helen lifted Bing to his crib and I put Will in his stroller, wrapped in a borrowed blanket. He closed his eyes and started sucking. Behind us on chairs, the guys were laughing.
         
 
         ‘Walking down the aisle, she’s thinking, The last blow job I ever have to give.’
         
 
         Paul would never say that. But he shook his head. ‘Think about it every day.’
         
 
         ‘Try every hour,’ Jeff said.
 
         Helen sighed. We all laughed. That somehow made it better.
         
 
         William slept in his stroller, his hand on his delicate ear, as we walked home. Behind branches, our windows glowed. Lola had turned on lights. I had that full-day feeling as I undressed Will and slipped him into bed. But the weekend ended with a sighing quality.
         
 
         Tomorrow, it would all start again – Paul gone until next Saturday.
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         ‘Come on comeon comeon comeon comeon. Come to Lola. I have something for you.’ Because he is very angry.
         
 
         Today it is the mother he was hitting. She has her hand over her eye and I dab ice, the way I do his boo-boos. She lets her face in my hands. Then I take him away. But Williamo, he is strong. I cannot so easily hold. And Lola told a lie. I do not have anything. So I make promises. ‘Some-a-day,’ I whisper, ‘I will bring you home with me. And there we will make the ice candy.’
         
 
         He lies still, not any longer fighting. His bones fall in a pattern, like the veins of a leaf.
         
 
         ‘I will put you in my pocket and feed you one candy every day. You will be happy. Because the ocean at our place it is very blue. The sky higher than here. And the fruits that grow on trees, very sweet.’ Jackfruit, durian, lanzones. Attis. Santol.
         
 
         ‘In my pocket I will give you one lychee. You can bounce for a ball.’
         
 
         ‘If you were a kangaroo you would have a pouch,’ he grumbles, better now, slower the heart.
         
 
         Through the window I see my employer. She looks like she has too much assigned to her; she cannot complete it all before she dies. She holds the ice and paces, talking long-distance to a woman who reads books about the raising of children. When my employer becomes upset she calls this friend. My employer has the American problem of guilt. But you should not be guilty to your children. It is for them that you are working! Then I remember that check for a thousand, long ago. I do not like to think that; it still opens a taste of confusion.
         
 
         But Williamo, he is better now. Only the mouth smears. I promise him candy, not the ice candy, just candy we can buy here. ‘But-ah do not tell your mother.’
         
 
         I call to her, ‘Excuse, we are going now.’
 
         ‘Okay. Thanks, Lole.’ My employer believes she cannot live without me. She is telling her friend who reads the books that he is better with me than with her. Lil will tell her that this is perfectly normal. My employer, she needs to be left alone. But that is not a quality for a mother. Children, they are dependent for their life. ‘Playdate,’ my employer says. ‘I can’t even stand the word.’
         
 
         ‘Do you have poo-poo?’ I pull out the diaper. I am paid to smell that. But what she said to her friend is true. With me, Williamo is no problem.
         
 
         My employer, she says when a baby comes home from the hospital, a Filipina should arrive with him. That, for her, would make a perfect world. ‘It’s the Asian thing,’ I heard her say once. ‘They’re more gentle with kids than Hispanics.’ She thinks it is all Filipinos. Maybe every single human being from Asia. I could introduce her to a few.
         
 
         Claire walks out carrying keys. With a child small small, it is like a ball and chain. You are never free. Not even sleeping. ‘Bye.’ She slams her car door. An escape. She will stroll in the conservatory, thinking about old songs. Americans, for them the highest time is college: books in a bent arm, on the way to learning. Us, we go to school to get the degree.
         
 
         I push Williamo in the stroller and he sits. That is the good of fighting; it makes them very tired. The sun is solid, like many small weights on our arms. This neighbourhood is ours during the daytime. You do not observe mothers, only in and out of cars, carrying shopping bags. In my place, I was, at one time, one of these married ladies. Now when I watch from afar, it looks like a lot of work.
         
 
         I put coconut oil and zinc powder on the nose because Williamo he is very white. My albino grandson. All the while, I talk to him. Ruth told me, You  have  always  to  talk,  even  a baby,  it  is  important.  And I talk to him, more than my own, because my kids I had one after the other, five in nine years. In the class of two thousand and ten, at Harvard University there will be two Santa Monica boys saying to cooks in the cafeteria, Excuse,  where  is  my  adobo?  Lola by then will be swaying in a hammock, back in the Philippines.
         
 
         ‘What for?’ He is young. He does not yet understand the importance of rest.
         
 
         When we pass the play store, I turn in and ask, ‘Where is Lola from?’
         
 
         He points on the globe.
 
         ‘Very good.’
 
         Outside again, in the distance we see children, past tall trees, old in the glittering air. But Williamo says he does not want to play, not now, so we roll under the eucalyptus once upon a time from Australia until the eyes close. I knew from Ruth to work for a working mother. The women who stay home want their babies tucked in cribs for naps, so they can tiptoe in and peek. But Williamo, he can sleep on grass. Today he will nap in his stroller.
         
 
         I told my employer already: When they go to Europe to celebrate their tenth anniversary, I will take Williamo to the Philippines. We are saving for the tickets. I cannot save much because every month I send home eighteen hundred. My kids, they are a little jealous, especially Dante and Lisa, because they have their own. And it is true. I am closer to Williamo than I am to my grandchildren. Because I see Williamo every day.
         
 
         Tomorrow for the playclub, I will make tapioca. Williamo likes the big kind we have to soak overnight, so I walk to the grocery. For a long time, I worried this job. Then one day I was not trying anymore.
         
 
         Someone touches my arm in the aisle. ‘Hola!’  she says. ‘Cómo  estás?’
         
 
         Here, they think I speak Spanish. ‘Hi,’ I say.
 
         ‘I know you. You’re the babysitter of the boy who says To be  or  not  to  be.’
         
 
         I point to the stroller. Thumb in his mouth, eyes closed. ‘Not to be,’ I say. My employer made an orchestra from a play by William Shakespeare. That is why Williamo. At the end of his speech, after ’tis  a  consummation / Devoutly  to  be wish’d,  I told him, Then  you  bow.  And he will bow.
         
 
         ‘I’m Beth, Brookie and Kate’s mom,’ she says. ‘You’re Lola, right?’
         
 
         ‘I know Esperanza,’ I say. Esperanza, she is the only one in the playclub not Filipina.
         
 
         The woman stands writing on a small card. She puts the name and address and she scribbles Call  me!  We  need  help Saturday  nights!
         
 
         But I am not tempted. Esperanza says her employer leaves her exercise clothes, underwear and all, in damp lumps on the floor. The next time Beth Martin wants to see those things they will be clean and folded in her drawer.
         
 
         I am a little popular. With my new weekend salary, I send home an extra hundred every week. In America, I am on the way up.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         I push the stroller to the place of Mai-ling, where babysitters sit at a picnic table eating her fresh lumpia, light and porous, and savory adobo, with bay leaves planted by the landscaper. Mai-ling stands ironing, using an extension. Here, the man and the boy go out every day; it is only babysitters and children small small and sometimes a half-dressed woman upstairs, cataloging the possessions. Afternoons, they are not like this in Manila, even in the gated residential districts of Makati where outside you see only workers in uniform. In tea shops mothers gather with their children in an after-school world. Williamo still sleeps, so I park him facing the wall.
         
 
         ‘My employers, they change when they move to the big house,’ Lita says. ‘They really change.’
         
 
         ‘For your salary, let them change!’ Her employer is Alice, the doctor. The husband, he wakes up in the middle of the night when the stock market opens in New York. And Lita gets one hundred dollars a day. They live in a Beverly Hills mansion.
         
 
         We compare jobs, the way women compare husbands. The house of my employer it is the smallest. But one day I will bring the disc with her music and play that little melody I heard. This is the mother of Williamo, I will tell them. Usually, you would trade a part of what you have, but not all. When I think of my husband Bong Bong, I see him bent over his table, drawing the lines of a white chrysanthemum, a tropical Christmas flower. I close a fist in my pocket. ‘But-ah, your employers, they are good.’ I am always the one telling babysitters to stay. Because too much change, it is bad for children. And the two of Lita are well behaved, because they are Asian. Chinese, adopted.
         
 
         ‘They don’t think I will leave but lot of people, they are looking Filipinas.’
         
 
         ‘Rich people,’ Vicky says.
 
         ‘We are status symbols. Like a BMW.’ I can usually make babysitters laugh.
         
 
         ‘No, you know know what Alice told me?’ Lita whispers. ‘In the hospital they have a joke, what does “yes” mean in Tagalog? “Yes” it means, “fuck you”.’
         
 
         ‘Yes,’ Vicky repeats, loud. ‘Fuck you.’
 
         ‘Shhh,’ I say. Williamo is a myna bird. Sure enough, the head pops up.
         
 
         ‘What?’ He is very advanced. ‘What?’ He tugs my sleeve.
 
         Vicky, she does not think! The employer here is usually in the house, even when we cannot see her. Some unmarried women, you wonder why. But not Vicky. It is a face I have seen before on retardeds, the profile a crescent, the jaw and forehead more out. Vicky thinks only about her meals and money. In our place, we would not know each other. Mai-ling I would never meet either, unless she worked in my house. A peasant, ethnic Chinese, she has no education. Only Lita lived in my social class, in the suburb next to mine.
         
 
         ‘Alice will be very surprise.’ One or two times a year Lita says she is leaving.
         
 
         Lita wears the clothes of a wife, the fingernails filed oval, polished pink like the inside of a shell. Twelve years ago, she came here to work and married an American. Not in the church but in a courthouse, her real husband still alive in the Philippines. We call that Ca-Ching. But later on she got her kids here. All three.
         
 
         She lifts a teddy bear from her bag and clicks a button in the fur, and a panel opens. ‘Look, it is a video. They are spying me. I should have known, the toys all wood. They would not keep a bear so ugly.’
         
 
         One Chinese Adopted stands pouring a stream of glittering sand from a teapot. Her dress strains at the belly. I am always telling Lita, Do not feed so much. The mother a doctor. Why would you let your child be like that?
         
 
         ‘A long time, that bear is in their room. They probably watch what I am teaching. They see their daughters learn to wipe.’
         
 
         ‘Let I!’ China says. We have Chinese Adopteds named Emma and Larkin and a blond, blue-eyed girl named China. ‘Let I do it!’ She grabs the teapot from Emma.
         
 
         ‘We will buy a film,’ I say. ‘The parents will be the movie stars.’
         
 
         ‘Alice, I really do not like.’ Most babysitters, they do not like their employers.
         
 
         ‘Ling-ing!’ we hear from above. See. All along Sue, the employer, was here. In my house, I did not hide from my helpers. Mai-ling runs up and then comes back with another basket of laundry. I tap her belly, Slow  down.  Living here, with husbands across the ocean, we touch each other more.
         
 
         Esperanza says last night in her place, the guy took everything out of the refrigerator, looking for a piece of meat leftover. Her hand slaps the mouth. ‘But I ate.’
         
 
         A lot of what they talk about is food, what they can eat in the houses where they live-in. Many keep food under the bed. When the Sapersteins have chicken, Ruth will not accept a leg or a breast, even though she is the one preparing. ‘I take the neck,’ she says. ‘I eat bones.’ And she is working there, taking care Ginger nine years. I am lucky; my employer every night she puts too much on my plate. Lettie, the new babysitter, says her people are nice, but the food, it has a different smell. ‘I miss my baby,’ she whispers.
         
 
         Mai-ling hangs the blouses she finished ironing on a branch. Esperanza lifts one melon colour to her cheek; it would look more on her than on Sue. Mai-ling has told us the closet of Sue fills tight with clothes. She is always buying. Two blouses here for Mai-ling to iron still have tags. Between the hangers in the closet of my employer, you could fit an orange. Her formal hangs on the end, inside dry-cleaner plastic.
         
 
         ‘Ooh la la,’ Esperanza says, holding up a black sleeveless.
 
         The young babysitters, they are not married. They would like pretty blouses. I would rather wear my T-shirt I can wash. When I came here I had already turned fifty. Romance is a belonging of my children, an obstacle I worry for, like drugs. But the young babysitters, they do not stand in the evening, looking back across the Pacific. They face the big dry continent here. Thinking of cowboys.
         
 
         The laundry machines of my employer stand in the garage, on the other side of my wall. At night, I wash my clothes, put them in the dryer, and my wall purrs. I go to sleep like that. Wrinkles web my shirts, but I cannot sleep anymore without that purr.
         
 
         ‘Black is good on you!’ Lita says. ‘Like a Spanish Lea Salonga.’ Esperanza, she is Latin, too dark, but the skin looks good. A good dark. She is what they call here sexy.
         
 
         The young babysitters, they are not like my daughters or the friends they bring home from University Santo Tomas. For my kids, I do not allow sport dating.
         
 
         ‘Remember me for that one,’ Esperanza says to Mai-ling. Because our employers, they give us their old clothes.
         
 
         But a price tag flaps on that blouse with no sleeves. One hundred seventy. Two of those blouses, that is one week Mai-ling, and they are two months behind on her pay. The life of Mai-ling is for her son; the husband is dead already. Her health is not strong. All she can do is work and send money to her son who was taking drugs before. Maybe the granddaughter can get in a good school, a Catholic. That is her wish. Some nights before sleep, I think Mai-ling will work here until she dies. We will be the ones to give the funeral and send the body home. She is another reason I need savings.
         
 
         All of a sudden, I turn to check – the kids, they have been too quiet – and I see them fall in fighting. I have to separate the two. Some nannies favour their own and some the other, just like mothers. As a mother, I was stricter with mine. But with Williamo, I am more fair. ‘Two-minute rule,’ I say. ‘I am timing. You take turns on the truck.’
         
 
         Before the end of two minutes, Williamo throws the bear. The thing drops near my feet with a jangle.
         
 
         ‘Craft time.’ I clap. Last week, we made newspaper boats. Then Sue had the idea to go to the lumber store. Mothers here find a way to make more work. We painted the wooden boats and put in small hooks she bought, and today I will tear a sheet for sails. I think of our kids holding strings to the colours of her blouses, cut and rigged for use. Then I take the sheet in my teeth and start the rip and show Lettie how to hem a sail. Lita is feeding Emma again. Emma eats too much! Mai-ling still stands ironing. The piles of bras, underwear, and T-shirts make different-shaped blocks in the laundry basket.
         
 
         ‘Bing,’ Esperanza calls. ‘Look your boat.’ The boat floats, but the water stays still in this pool. Maybe if we turn on the jets for the Jacuzzi. Esperanza steps out her shorts, shaking her body into the bikini. All her parts fit the way they are supposed to. ‘Brooke, when you are big and rich, what will you do with all your money? Maybe you will live on a yacht!’ Babysitters, even if they are in America one week from a swamp in the jungle, they know what is a yacht. The employers do not like us to tell these words to their children. But why not? That is the fun of here.
         
 
         ‘I will buy you a house,’ Brooke says.
 
         ‘Oh,’ Esperanza murmurs, happy in her cheeks. But this is a girl promising a babysitter; she will grow up and forget. The Latins, they are always watching telenovelas. It makes them too romantic.
         
 
         Bingo! The jets start waves.
 
         ‘What about me?’ I call.
 
         ‘I will buy you a house too.’
 
         No one asks Esperanza why she thinks Brooke will become rich. She is rich now, already. But in the Philippines, we seemed a fortunate family when I was the age of Brooke. Williamo, he stands with his arms stretching, then he loses his balance and falls into the water. I hook him out, under the arm. My happiest times are when we are laughing at our life. For that you have to be the same. To be above other people, you will say goodbye to laughter. ‘How about me?’ I hear Vicky ask Bing. ‘When you are rich, what will you buy me?’
         
 
         He puffs his cheeks, blowing, trying to whistle, but nothing comes out. 
         
 
         Esperanza holds a sail to her cheek. ‘No?’ But all colours look good on her.
         
 
         ‘You know the house on the corner of Twelfth?’ Lita says. ‘A lady, she told me the wife was first the baby nurse. The mother, she die in childbirth.’
         
 
         ‘Yesterday,’ Esperanza says, ‘we are walking and I see him – the guy. Oh, he is tall. Guapo.’
         
 
         ‘Hand-sum,’ Lita says.
 
         The young babysitters they want handsome husbands. My employer, she would like a new stove. I wish only for money. To buy schooling. So my kids, they will have their chance. Degrees cannot make them happy. Not guaranteed. But what else can you give?
         
 
         Today is Friday, the last of the month. Lita is selling the lottery tickets she gets from her bad son. She has two kids hardworking but the middle one, he just plays. Lettie Elizande buys a ticket. She wants to go home. She does not like anything here. I buy also. This week I can send home fifty more. I have thirteen hundred savings, my little mound. If I win, poof, no more Lola. That was all I wanted, when I flew over, my hands useless on my lap. But that was when all I loved was there. Now I have Williamo.
         
 
         And something else. These weekend people. I think of them and have to work to stop my smile. Another man never courted me. Bong Bong was the only one who wanted Lola. I am not a beauty who had a hundred proposals. But, I tell my daughters, all it takes is one. Now I have my empire of children. Six with Williamo.
         
 
         We sail our wooden boats from the sides of the pool, our kids not yet old enough to swim. Heat shimmers. Palm leaf shadows dark the light.
         
 
         I have in one fist the bunched T-shirt of China while Mai-ling runs to get the camera and in the other the collar of Bing while Vicky goes to the bathroom. Vicky, she takes care a boy who still naps twice a day, and the moment she is needed, she uses the restroom. Every weekend, our mutual employers talk about her. Last Sunday, Helen made me her coffee; Jeff stood one foot on the other knee. ‘She won’t talk to us, Lola.’
         
 
         ‘She is not like you,’ Helen whispered. With them, there is so much not said. I am not used to hidden meanings. From a helper, people usually want what you do for them. That is all.
         
 
         ‘But-ah, Vicky is nice,’ I said. ‘I will tell her to talk more. Me, I am dal-dal.’
         
 
         The last time I talked like this, it was the beginning with Bong Bong.
         
 
         ‘How do you like being a big brother,’ Lita asks Simon. ‘You love your sister, yes!’
         
 
         ‘I will never love that lump,’ he says.
 
         Mai-ling has returned with the Polaroid the employers gave her for Christmas. We have our children sit cross-legged, holding the strings of boats. I put my arms around Bing and Williamo. Aileen, the granddaughter of Ruth, sits by Lita, who will watch her today. The coloured boats bob on water. I am squatting behind to make sure nobody falls in, when the star of light sputters and blinks.
         
 
         When I see that picture, I am surprised. I know the work we did, gluing one wood on top the other, each sail hemmed and rigged with string. But the kids look a way I remember being myself long ago: stiff, facing a camera, asked to smile, children put together, used to each other, not friends, in time to be gotten through, the middle of the day, the feeling that later causes people in jobs to look at clocks, but these kids do not even have those handlebars for boredom. They cannot yet tell time.
         
 
         The babysitters stand, brush off their laps. ‘Tomorrow at the house of Lita,’ Vicky calls, hitting me too hard.
         
 
         ‘I want to go there now,’ Bing says. ‘To Litahouse.’
 
         In their voices, that is the only place it is our house.
 
         
             

         
 
         Back home, I have ready a project. We put into cardboard all the coins. Claire told us we could have the pennies for the choo-choo bank, where we are saving for the Philippines. We also find nickels, dimes, and quarters and I have brown tubes for those too. There is always money in this house. ‘It is a hunt,’ I tell Williamo, and we discover nests in the carpet, piles on counters, little dishes filled. If someone came to the door with a pizza and I needed ten dollars, I could find it, in pockets and cups, mixed with slips of paper. My house in the Philippines is like this too. That way if I become very low I can dig. My secret garden.
         
 
         We pile the rolls of coins; build with them an American log cabin, using his Play-Doh for the mortar. Williamo is a very good worker. If we can keep the dimes, we will have a lot already. But I have to ask. The pennies, they are already ours.
         
 
         ‘Hey,’ Claire answers her phone. She is only upstairs, but I am supposed to call. It is hard for her to hear sounds she is making if we go there. The neighbour gardeners cause problems, also, with the machine that blows leaves.
         
 
         ‘We are asking, can we have also the silver coins?’
 
         ‘Sure, Lola.’ There are certain people; you know they will always say to you yes.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         At the bank, we fall in line. When we go to the front, the lady acts all business, making a total of the dimes. I say, ‘This little man filled the nickels by himself.’
         
 
         While she finishes the silver coins, I lift a bag of pennies from his wagon. It is heavy. We have many pennies. From the log cabin, we counted forty dollars nickels, twenty-seven dimes, and one hundred and three pennies. I lift Williamo up to see.
         
 
         But the lady pushes our tubes out. ‘We cannot take pennies.’
         
 
         Williamo picks one roll, to hand it back to her. I remember this moment, again and again: it is like the giving of a flower. He does not yet understand. 
         
 
         ‘We don’t take  these,’ she says.
         
 
         For a second, then, his face changes, what his mother calls berry-with-a-frown. Cartoon looks; they are really true on children. An upside-down smile, then bawling. He throws the roll of pennies at her face.
         
 
         ‘I can’t help you,’ the lady says with closed teeth. Her hand goes above her eye. She has already given us paper money for the silver. She looks at me with hate. I have seen real hate only a few times in my life. The shape of diamonds, it is shocking.
         
 
         But she is hurt above the eye and I am not a white.
 
         ‘Come, Williamo.’ I fight him down into the wagon. I will have to pull the pennies and him. ‘We will make our getaway.’
         
 
         But he runs, dragging pennies to a garbage can, and dumps the tubes in. Still crying he is mad now, also mad. I have to stop him. This is not right. All our effort. With him what I do is almost tackle. I get on the floor and hold him until the fight is out.
         
 
         ‘Once upon a time,’ I say, ‘I work in Beverly Hills. A house very fancy. Three layers. Floors like a checkerboard. Marble.
         
 
         ‘When I first came, the lady she open the door and right away she said, You  are  hired.  She told me, she knew like that –  she snap her fingers – you will never guess from why. Because the way I tie my sneakers. She thought Lola was tidy. But Lola is not so tidy, not really. I can be if I have to. And for her I clean every thing. But that is not the way I live. It is too much time, always straightening. I would rather taste some part of life. The husband, he had an office, and she hired me extra to go on the Saturday. He sat working at his desk. And he had one jar like this, up to my waist, full with pennies. I asked him, did he want me to get tubes from the bank? He said, You  can  take  the  pennies.
         
 
         ‘But I could not lift. So I came back Sunday, my off, and I sat on the floor and put pennies into tubes. He stepped around me when he went down the hall to use the lavatory. He ask me how much money as he went by. 
         
 
         ‘Thirty-six  dollars,  I said.
         
 
         ‘Good  job,  Lola.
         
 
         ‘The next time it was ninety-four. By the last time he passed, I was at three hundred six. His face looked strange, like two lines crossing. He went down the hall and I heard Xeroxing. On his way back, he stopped and said, “Maybe you  better  leave  the  pennies.”
         
 
         ‘Whatever  you  say.  It  is  up  to  you.
         
 
         ‘When he returned to his desk, I stood and left it all there, the rolled pennies, the pile on the floor, the jar turned over. I took the bus to the place of Ruth and never went back. That was the end of my career for a Beverly Hills housekeeper.’
         
 
         ‘Is that when you came here?’
 
         ‘You were not yet born. I had to wait for you. But-ah, when the husband took the pennies to the bank, you know what they are telling him? They are telling him what they are telling us. We  cannot  help  you.  And you know what he will do?’
         
 
         ‘He shouldn’t have taken your pennies, Lola. He is a bad man.’
         
 
         ‘Only a little bad. Listen, you know what he will do? He will throw the pennies in the garbage and go away in a hurry, he is always in a hurry. He is too busy, see?’
         
 
         Now I fish with my arm in the garbage, feeling around wet things for our tubes. ‘But we will do something else. Come. You watch.’ I pull him in the wagon out into the bright air. We go to the five-and-dime. And then the candy shop. Then the Discovery Store, where we spin the globe. Each place, I count out money. I put the rolls on the counter, so it is easy for the register clerk. My father told me, Spend  your  small money  first.  He remembered when money became light and the lower denominations would not anymore buy. And still at that time, there was wealth.
         
 
         In the wagon Williamo eats long orange candy worms.
 
         ‘See, in the bank it is nothing, but out here it is still money. Not for the Philippines, but we can buy. Every day a little. It is our trust fund. I trust you and you trust me. You have your candy. Now, we will use pennies to buy Lola coffee.’
         
 
         That is what my kids, they will remember. That Lola loved her coffee.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         When we return home, the hallway rounds to a cave and I hear chopping.
         
 
         ‘I will be the one,’ I say. My employer, she did not grow up with a helper. She cannot easily ask. So I take the tomatoes. All the while with a smile. It is not hard. Not when you have a purpose. And I have five purposes, the youngest twenty-three studying medicine.
         
 
         Always the parents first, Ruth said. A kid cannot fire you. Even here.
         
 
         Anyway, my employer is a very good cook. I am happy to chop chop.
         
 
         Williamo sits under the table, folding a newspaper to a hat the way I showed him. ‘Who taught you,  Lola? Your nanny?’
         
 
         ‘We did not call the ladies nannies.’
 
         ‘What did you call them?’
 
         ‘I really do not know. She was just the One in the House.’ I shrug to Claire. ‘In our place, you know, everyone has somebody to help.’
         
 
         Tonight her eye where Williamo hit shines black and blue, yellow also. Over it, she has painted makeup. ‘I don’t know what I’m doing wrong.’
         
 
         ‘It is the age too.’ But my children, they were not like this, not even Dante. Here in America, they are different. Also taller.
         
 
         ‘Maybe I should find a psychologist for him,’ my employer whispers. ‘Do you think this is all still normal?’
         
 
         Really, I do not know. ‘You are talking to the wrong person,’ I say. ‘Because-ah I like naughty boys.’ 
         
 
         She sighs, better now. We will not tell her the lady at the bank.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         She gives me my plate, covered with a napkin, to carry back to my place.
         
 
         ‘You won’t eat with us, Lole?’
 
         Ruth advised me, Americans  do  not  know  what  they  want. They  invite  you,  and  then  after,  they  will  pine  for  their privacy.  Americans  need  privacy.  Because  it  is  a  big  big  land. Also, if I am eating with them, when Williamo needs more milk, I will be the one to jump up. I like to watch the TV. Tonight I have a project. It is important to have hours you are comfortable.
         
 
         Later on, he can come to my place. We will study the map. The lavender Philippines, orange California. We are saving for the globe. Each day, we will give the man two rolls. It can help teach counting.
         
 
         They leave the dishes for the morning. They are a little spoiled, like my own kids, but I do not mind. They work hard. My money is earned. I can sit. That is my day.
         
 
         Some people across the Pacific, they had better be studying.
 
         
             

         
 
         I take my project with me in a bag and walk past the house they are building on Twelfth, where they say the wife is Filipina. Esperanza heard housekeeper. Lita today said baby nurse. Whatever she was first, they are now building towers.
         
 
         It is different for the babysitters not yet married. They come here every day. For them it is a shrine: boards and empty rectangles of air. Each wants a husband to carry her over the threshold of a Castle. Their dreams take place here.
         
 
         Me, I have my house already.
 
         I always keep in the corner of my room a box for my next shipment home. For a large box, only sixty-five dollars. I make a map for my daughters where to put my treasures. My employer became upset when she saw I had her present wrapped in T-shirts to send. ‘I want your life here  to be a little nicer.’ But I have a china cabinet in the dining room at home. I think of that room empty in the afternoon, a clean lung. I am not here to settle. America may be the future of the world but it is not the future of Lola.
         
 
         Smells from gardens wind in the air, lights come on inside houses. Automatic sprinklers siss on.
         
 
         Every home has a place that makes the center. In my house, it is the cabinet, where I keep our remembrance and the diplomas of our children. In the downstairs of my employer, it is the stove where Claire cooks every night. For Claire, it is her cello, upstairs in the room she works. In the place of Ruth, the center is a book, left open on a stand like the Oxford dictionary in the studio trailer of my handsome weekend employer. The  Book  of  Ruth  tells the story of our careers in America.
         
 
         The teacher of Ruth was a picture bride, and then she worked domestic. On the first page, she typed HOW TO WORK FOR THE WHITE.
         
 
         They  do  not  like  their  own  smell.  Their  waste.  Their  own used  things.
         
 
         Americans,  they  are  very  dirty.  They  used  to  be  clean.  The grandparents  are  clean.  And  the  habits  they  lost  are  what  they crave  from  us.
         
 
         I have with me tonight this old book. Ruth gave it so I will make repairs. I walk to Palisades Park, sit on a bench, and lift out the frail book from T-shirts I have wrapped around. The spine is tearing from so many times being opened, and some of the pages glued in, the paste has dried and they are coming loose.
         
 
         There is a carbon copy of a letter the teacher wrote to Mrs Roosevelt and the reply, which came, eleven months later, from someone called Mary Anderson. The carbon paper is smudged from so many handling. 
         
 
         The teacher of Ruth trained Filipinas. Because  we  know English,  Ruth said. And  Japanese  did  not  work  anymore domestic.
         
 
         A fellow student of Ruth learned English with the children of the family she lived-in. She left to Ruth that Visayan dictionary, with English words penciled in the margins. Into The  Book  of  Ruth,  women pasted copies of letters to Marcos and the unfamous presidents of Latin America. One housekeeper wrote a poem in Spanish for her granddaughter.
         
 
         Underneath the torn leather of the spine, it looks like machine stitching.
         
 
         The teacher of Ruth had a friend from the bus stop who wrote to the president.
         
 
         
            Dear President,
            
 
            I am a married woman and my Husband has been out of work for nearly eighteen month. I have been doing house work to keep my home together. I have one boy four and one half years old and it is very  hard for me to leave my home and work at house work by the week. I get $12.00 per week. I work from seven in the morning till eight at night and if they have dinner parties I work much later and all I have off is from three o’clock one afternoon during the week and on Sunday afternoon. I wish you could do something to shorten the hours. I do not mind working to support my family but I sure do hate to be made a slave of. I hope Dear President you will not over look us poor things that has to work for the Wealthy. I sure hope my Husband will get work and I sure think if things keep up the way you have been doing every thing will come back wonderful. Dear President, we poor things want to thank you so much for all you have done.
            
 
            Sincerely yours,
            
 
            Grace Wicker
            
 
            17 Mercer Avenue
            
 
            Altadena, Calif.
            
 
            PS I sure hope you can do something so I can be home with my little boy for I feel he needs me.
            

         
 
         That smudged carbon copy the teacher put on the second page. Grace Wicker worked next door to where she worked. And  she  is  a  white,  the teacher told Ruth. That  is  how  they even  treat  their  own.
         
 
         I take out a needle and three spools of thread. I try to match the faded spine and thread the needle. I sew cross-stitches very tight. After I sew, I will seal the holes with Crazy Glue.
         
 
         Everyone who stayed at the place of Ruth signed her name. It is also a how-to book. How to set a table, with four forks and four spoons, tricks about pie crust, how to fan a napkin so it stands.
         
 
         Always  Do  Extra,  someone named Dora wrote in 1966. Anything  a  little  nice  without  spending  their  money.  Here where  I  am  they  have  orange  trees.  So  I  make  an  orange  and lime  salad.  She drew a picture of the way Valencia trees hold new oranges, along with some from the year before and white blossoms, at the same time. Always  pick  the  old,  she advised. Sweeter.
         
 
         If someone made a dessert – floating island or a layer cake – she recorded the compliments.
         
 
         I need  one  praise  every  day,  Analise Deoferio wrote. I  work Professor  Williamson, of  UCLA,  for  twenty-nine  years.  When my  husband  die,  she  pay  the  funeral.
         
 
         The book includes tips. Two  baths  a  day,  teeth  cleaning  at four-hour  intervals,  no  curry,  onion,  or  garlic,  even  on  days  off.  That is a page someone cut out and taped in: IF THE DOG LIKES YOU, YOU’RE HIRED.
         
 
         
            Don’t  let  yourself  become  the  queen.  You’re  not  the queen.  The  mother  is  the  queen.  Especially,  it  will happen  sometimes  before  the  kids  are  in  school.  Because the  mothers  become  so  dependent.  The  mother,  any  fun she  can  have  with  her  friends,  any  minute  to  go shopping,  any  for  herself – she  needs  you,  so  at  that  time they  will  do  everything  to  keep  you  happy.  But  the babysitter  made  her  price  so  high  that  later  on  they decided  they  do  not  want.  And  instead  of  just  changing the  pay,  they  fire  her.
            
 
            I  know  because  this  was  me.
            
 
            – The  babysitter  who  was  La  Reina
            

         
 
         The edges of the page lift up; the tape, it is too dry. I will glue this in. I wonder if I can use the old typewriter of my employer to retype the carbon letters. They make a mess on the hands every time you open.
         
 
         The penmanship of Ruth is small. If  your  employer  offers you  something,  old  clothes  she  will  not  wear  anymore,  even a  food  you  like  to  take  home,  always  say  no.  If  she  really wants  you  to  have,  let  her  insist.
         
 
         Avoid  families  that  do  not  use  paper  towels.  Cloth  diapers even  worse.  Always  put  a  plastic  inside  every  garbage.
         
 
         In the place of Ruth, there is a shelf with a row of black volumes. How many years to fill a book?
         
 
         ‘Average four,’ Ruth said.
 
         ‘What will be your series title?’
 
         ‘A  Wealthy  Woman’s  Guide  to  Being  a  Maid.  No, seriously, Lola, the real problem in our profession is age. Like Mai-ling. She is too old to chase kids. And the mother knows it. But the father likes the way she irons his shirts.’
         
 
         In The  Book  of  Ruth  this year, Lita wrote the address of Patricks Road House, where she and Esperanza sat an hour and still the waiter did not take their order.
         
 
         Are  you  not  a  business?  Babysitters work hard for their money; sometimes we want to spend too.
         
 
         I still have not yet added anything in the Book.  I only fix the old, where it is tearing.
         
 
         I think what I can write. I have some advice about silence. If you are smart, when something happens, if the baby takes his first step or says the first word, the first of Williamo was ‘light’, second ‘French’, third ‘fries’, you keep in your private journal so you will have the true date but do not tell. You wait and that evening or the next they will call you shrieking, Lola,  Lola  come  here!  But the hitting; that I really do not know. Claire, she is nervous. And the guy, he is not strong. When he is there, he is only playing. I am the one to explain: Williamo,  that  you  cannot  do.
         
 
         When I am finished my stitching, I wrap the book again in two T-shirts.
         
 
         I stand at the fence and watch the Pacific. Fog blows in. Magic carpets.
         
 
         Ruth likes to have a picture of every babysitter.
 
         The book is also for memorial. Since we are working, we cannot always attend ceremonies. The weddings and baptisms, even the funeral. But we will send a letter of remembrance. And that will go alone on a page in The  Book of  Ruth.  I have not known anyone yet who died here.
         
 
         I stand at the fence looking down at the ocean, then I turn back. Coming the other way, a woman runs lopsided. My weekend employer. Jogging. ‘Lola! What are you doing here?’
         
 
         ‘I am waving goodnight to the Philippines.’
 
         She asks me how long I will stay, meaning Los Angeles, but she is also meaning something else.
         
 
         ‘As long as I am needed,’ I say. ‘It is not up to us.’ Williamo, he is an only child. Often, when they start school, the parents they do not want to pay. Or they ask the babysitter to clean the whole house, for no extra. Here kids start school already at three years. You boil all the bottles and nipples with tongs, and then one day, you stop. Raising children, it is all the same story – they grow above you. And you are no longer needed. They have a name for that here – obsolete. Things outlive their use, even people. And that is actually success. ‘My employer, she always says they will need me until the day Williamo goes to college. I will be the one to plan the graduation party.’
         
 
         Maybe this is what I will write in The  Book  of  Ruth.  If you can stay until they are five years old, then they will never forget you.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         I wash my dish in the bathroom sink. On the bed, I glue in the pages that have loosened, put stones on top for the paste to dry overnight.
         
 
         There at home, across the ocean, I have a house.
 
         Here, one room, attached to the garage: a bed, bathroom in the corner. Television.
         
 
         There I lived with other people. Bong Bong, our kids, friends and relatives arriving, sitting for a bite of gelatin squares on a plate.
         
 
         This room is my place here. It is still light in the sky but already dark on the ground. Before, I did not like to be alone. My sister became the doctor, so I became the clown. Bong Bong, he is the serious one. The cheese stands alone. Not the clown. Because when I am alone I cry. It is a strange thing: here, it feels good, untangling strings. After a few minutes, when I finish, the lines of the day laid out straight, I begin to hope Williamo will come crashing to the screen, yelling Lo-la.
         
 
         And when I begin to hope, he comes galumphing.
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‘Brilliant.” )

Mona
Simpson

“It’s so refreshing that a book can be this
poignant, satirical and heartbreaking at once.”





OEBPS/logo_online.jpg








OEBPS/insertSpan.js
function setSpanIGP(){var clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-num');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-sub');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-author');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-contributor');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-other');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('caption');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);}function setSpaninPara(pClassList){for(i=0;i<=pClassList.length;i++){if(pClassList[i]){var para_html=pClassList[i].innerHTML;para_html='<span>'+para_html+'</span>';pClassList[i].innerHTML=para_html;}}}function init(){setSpanIGP();}window.onload=init;




